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Delegates at the IV Regional Migration Conference in San Salvador in late January focused on
the immigration problems posed by Hurricane Mitch. They agreed to press their governments to
hasten post-Mitch cleanup and reconstruction and to generate regional employment. Critics of
regional migration policies say, however, the delegates did not go far enough. In the conference
communique, representatives from Canada, Central America, Mexico, and the US agreed with
Salvadoran vice-minister of the interior Roberto Machon on the need to "humanize the migratory
problem."
The communique stressed that migrants benefit economically the countries in which they work.
The delegates pledged to pay greater attention to asking their consular offices to offer immigrants
protection, "reinserting" deported illegal immigrants into the labor markets of their home countries,
increasing efforts at job creation, and eliminating the traffic in illegal immigrants. Among other
points discussed at the conference was how to best use for productive purposes the money sent
home by immigrants living in other countries.
The delegates also agreed to set up an 11-nation network including the Dominican Republic
to follow up on agreements made at the conference and to exchange information on migratory
problems. Mexican interior undersecretary Fernando Solis Camara said though migrations will
continue, the steps taken during the conference will reduce migration caused by the hurricane.

Nongovernmental organizations hold parallel meeting
Critics of the forum and of regional immigration policy said, however, that no important steps
were actually taken at the conference to remove the causes of illegal migrations and that too
much attention was being paid to Hurricane Mitch and not enough to structural causes of forced
migration.
In a parallel conference also held in San Salvador, delegates from four nongovernmental
organizations blamed neoliberal economic policies for much of the migration in North and Central
America. "Hunger and the unbridled neoliberal programs imposed by governments are the
principal causes of the migration of many people from our countries," said conference chairman
Rolando Mata, head of the Asociacion de la Migracion Forzada de Centroamerica. Mata told
reporters that the motives for migrations had changed since the 1980s, when "political and social
violence and persecution" drove the phenomenon. Today, the reasons have to do primarily with
problems of economic development.
Recently enacted immigration laws in Central America are used "to justify expulsions, deportations,
and arrest of migrants," said Mata. Tensions rise over Guatemalan migration Guatemala recently
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embarked on such a crackdown. Since December 1998, Guatemalan authorities have restricted
immigration by nationals of neighboring countries who they fear may be entering Guatemala on
their way to the US. El Salvador has threatened to retaliate unless Guatemala lifts restrictions on the
movement of Salvadorans. Salvadoran officials say the Guatemalan actions violate the 1998 CA-4
pact, under which Nicaragua, Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador agreed to allow their citizens
free movement across their borders. During the crackdown, Guatemalan immigration authorities
have been issuing 15-day permits instead of the three-month permits required by the CA-4 pact.
In addition, Guatemala deported some 600 Central Americans in the final weeks of 1998, said
Salvadoran Interior Ministry officials. Tensions increased in January when a Guatemalan legislator
referred to undocumented immigrants from neighboring states as "lawbreakers." Guatemalan
Foreign Minister Eduardo Stein apologized to neighboring governments. He said he did not know
why the deputy made the remark, but promised an investigation.
One explanation for the remark is that, under current Guatemalan immigration policy, the
government may take legal action against anyone from Honduras, El Salvador, or Nicaragua who
travels through Guatemala on the way to the US.

Costa Rica reduces tensions over Nicaraguan immigration
By contrast, recent changes in Costa Rica migratory policy may reduce the border and migratory
tensions between Costa Rica and Nicaragua (see NotiCen, 02/27/97, 08/13/98). Some 500,000
Nicaraguans are estimated to be living in Costa Rica, as many as half of them without legal status.
Following Hurricane Mitch, Costa Rica developed a new immigration policy that will regularize
many undocumented Nicaraguans living in the country. The new policy, which went into effect Feb.
1, includes an amnesty decree approved last November permitting illegal immigrants to remain
in the country on renewable one-year permits if they can prove they arrived before Nov. 9, 1998,
and have fixed employment. They will have until the end of July to regularize their status under the
program.
The new rules are part of a policy to reduce deportations of undocumented Central Americans. In
1998, Costa Rica deported a record 95,000 Nicaraguans and another 1,231 during the first 12 days of
1999. The program, called the Regimen de Excepcion 1999, applies to undocumented immigrants
from Belize, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Panama. The new rules do not affect
the status of Nicaraguan workers who enter Costa Rica on temporary permits, usually to work in
cane fields, on coffee plantations, and in construction. They must return to Nicaragua when their
permits expire. [Sources: Notimex, 12/12/98, 01/16/99, 01/22/99, 01/23/99, 01/27/99, 01/29/99; Excelsior
(Mexico), 02/01/99]
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